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By SAMUELE BACCHIOCCHI 
Historical evidence points to Rome as the place where the Christian 
observance of Sunday originated, after A.D. 135. 
[Condensed from the author's chapter on this subject in The Sabbath in Scripture and 
History, to be published by the Review and Herald Publishing Association later this year.] 
SOME CLAIM THAT THE CHANGE FROM Sab-
bath to Sunday observance in the early church took place 
in Jerusalem, the mother church of Christendom. The 
apostles themselves, it is claimed, chose the first day of 
the week in the place of the seventh-day Sabbath, to 
commemorate the resurrection or the Easter appearances 
of Christ or both, in the celebration of the Lord's Sup-
per.1  A careful investigation of the New Testament and 
early patristic sources makes evident that this conclusion 
is altogether unwarranted. Of many such observations 
currently available, we here submit a few.2 
The earliest documentary evidences of the religious 
orientation of the Jerusalem church are found in the book 
of Acts. Its membership was composed mostly of con-
verted Jews (Acts 2:41; 4:4; 5:14), characterized as 
"zealous of the law" (chap. 21:20). The governing body 
of the church was constituted of James "the Lord's 
brother" (Gal. 1:19) and the "elders" (cf.  . Acts 21:18; 
15:6, 22), who, presumably, were converted priests (Acts 
6:7).3 The fact that blood relationship, rather than spirit-
ual kinship, to Christ (as even more explicitly expressed 
in the apocryphal New Testament 4 ), was the criterion 
followed in choosing the new leadership reveals how 
loyal the members and the new "Christian priesthood" 
were to Jewish traditions. Two events reported in Acts 
suffice to indicate their basic allegiance to Jewish legal 
requirements. 
At the first Christian ecumenical council held (about 
A.D. 49-50) in the city of Jerusalem, James, the presiding 
officer, remarked that Gentile Christians in every city 
were receiving instruction from Moses " 'every sabbath 
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in the synagogues' " (chap. 15:21, R.S.V.).5 The fact that 
Christians were still attending the synagogue, listening to 
the reading and exposition of the Scriptures "every 
sabbath," suggests that the issue of a new day of worship 
had not yet arisen. This is implied also by the total silence 
of the Jerusalem Council on this matter. 
Approximately ten years later when Paul paid his last 
visit to Jerusalem, James and the elders not only in-
formed him that the many thousands of converted Jews 
were " 'all zealous for the law'" (chap. 21:20, R.S.V.), 
but they also confronted Paul with the report circulating 
that he was instructing Gentiles " 'not to circumcise their 
children or observe the customs' " (verse 21, R.S.V.). To 
silence such rumor and to enable Paul to demonstrate 
that he still " live[d] in observance of the law' " (verse 
24, R.S.V.), they pressured Paul to undergo a rite of 
purification at the Temple. In such a climate of profound 
attachment to Jewish religious observances it is incon-
ceivable that a longstanding and cherished custom such 
as Sabbathkeeping was abrogated and a new day of 
worship introduced in its place.6 
Because of indications such as these, some scholars 
prefer to place the beginnings of Sunday observance no 
earlier than at least A.D. 70.7 The flight of the Christians 
from Jerusalem to Pella and the destruction of the Tem-
ple might have encouraged Palestinian Christians to 
break away from Sabbathkeeping at that time. 
However, after A.D. 70 and until Hadrian's siege in 
A.D. 135—according to Eusebius—the Jerusalem church 
was composed of, and administered by, converted Jews.8  
He described a group of them, known as Ebionites, as 
being zealous "to observe strictly the bodily worship of 
the law." 9 Epiphanius adds that those Jewish Christians 
who fled from Jerusalem became the sect known as 
Nazarenes, who "fulfill till now Jewish rites as the cir-
cumcision, the Sabbath and others." 1° That Christians in 
Palestine were still attending the synagogue services 
even after the destruction of Jerusalem is evidenced also 
by the introduction by the rabbinical authorities (A. D. 
80-90) of the curse of the Christians—Birkath-ha-
Minin—in their daily prayer. This was designed, as it has 
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been persuasively shown, to bar the presence and the 
participation of the Christians in the synagogue serv-
ices." 
It was not until the year A.D. 135 that a radical change 
took place in the church of Jerusalem. At that time 
Emperor Hadrian destroyed the city and expelled the 
Jews and even Jewish Christians. The city was repopu-
lated by foreigners, and only Gentile Christians were 
allowed to enter.12 At that time, according to Epiphanius, 
"the [Passover] controversy arose," 13 seemingly on ac-
count of the introduction of the new practice of cele-
brating Easter on Sunday, which a significant number of 
Christians were unwilling to accept. 
These historical facts 'discredit any attempt to make 
the Jerusalem church prior to A.D. 135 the champion of 
liturgical innovations such as Sunday worship. Of all the 
Christian churches, in fact, this was both racially and 
theologically the closest and most loyal to Jewish reli-
gious traditions. After A.D. 135, however, radical 
changes took place in the Christian church, especially as 
a result of Hadrian's decree that prohibited the practice 
of the Jewish religion and particularly the observance of 
the Sabbath." A whole body of anti-Jewish literature 
began appearing at that time, in which a "Christian" 
theology of separation from, and contempt for, the Jews 
was developed. Characteristic Jewish customs such as 
circumcision and Sabbathkeeping were particularly con-
demned.15 Sunday observance could well have been in-
troduced at this time, in conjunction with Easter Sunday, 
as an attempt to clarify to the Roman authorities the 
distinction between Christians and Jews. To verify this 
hypothesis we need to ascertain (1) the relationship be-
tween Easter Sunday and the weekly Sunday, (2) the 
birthplace of Easter Sunday, and (3) the reason for 
changing the celebration of Easter from Nisan 14 to 
Sunday. 
Several patristic testimonies treat the weekly Sunday 
and Easter Sunday as basically the same feast com-
memorating (at different times) the same event—the 
Resurrection.16 Pope Innocent I (A.D. 402-417), for ex-
ample, explicitly stated: "We celebrate Sunday because 
of the venerable resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
not only at Easter but in actuality by the single weekly 
cycle [i.e., every Sunday]." 17 The basic unity existing 
between the two festivals suggests the possibility that 
both could have originated contemporaneously in the 
same place and have resulted from similar causes. 
In his History of the Church, Eusebius provides a 
valuable list of documents regarding the place of origin of 
the Easter Sunday tradition.18 Bishop Victor of Rome 
(A.D. 189-199) championed the Easter Sunday custom, 
enjoining its adoption on all Christian communities. 
Claiming to follow the apostolic example of Philip and 
John in celebrating Passover on Nisan 14 (known as 
Quartodeciman), Polycrates, Bishop of Ephesus and 
representative of the Asian churches, refused to comply 
with the order of Bishop Victor and was excommuni-
cated by the latter. 
Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyon (from about A.D. 178), in-
tervened as peacemaker in the controversy. He urged 
Bishop Victor to emulate his predecessors, namely 
"Anicetus and Pius and Hyginus and Telesphoros and 
Sixtus," 19 who, though they celebrated Easter on Sun-
day, were nevertheless at peace with those who observed 
it on Nisan 14. The fact that Irenaeus mentions Bishop 
Sixtus (A.D. 116-126) as the first nonobserver of the 
Quartodeciman Passover suggests the possibility that the 
feast began to be celebrated in Rome on Sunday at about 
that time. Bearing in mind that Bishop Sixtus adminis-
tered the Church of Rome during the time of Emperor 
Hadrian (A.D. 117-138), who, though attracted to Chris-
tianity,20 adopted a radical policy of repression toward 
Judaism, it is easy to perceive why the Bishop of Rome 
would have taken steps to substitute new festivities for 
ones regarded as Jewish. 
Rome and the Origin of Sunday 
Although the exact time of the origin of Easter Sunday 
may be a subject of dispute, there seems to be a wide 
consensus of opinions that Rome was its birthplace. 
Some scholars, in fact, rightly label it as "Roman Eas-
ter." 21  This is suggested not only by the role of the 
Church of Rome in enforcing the new custom but also by 
later historical sources. In two related documents—the 
conciliar letter of the Council of Nicaea (A. D. 325) and 
Constantine's personal letter addressed to all bishops—
the Church of Rome is presented as the first example to 
emulate on the matter of Easter Sunday, undoubtedly 
because of her historical position and role in champion-
ing its observance.22 
The question arises at this point, What caused the 
church in Rome to abandon the Jewish Quartodeciman 
Passover tradition in favor of Easter Sunday? We pre-
sume that the same causes also motivated the repudiation 
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of the Sabbath and the introduction of Sundaykeeping, 
since, as we noted earlier, many Christians regarded the 
latter as an extension of the annual Easter Sunday. 
(Italians still refer to Sunday as pasquetta, that is, "little 
Easter.") 
In the Roman custom of celebrating Easter on Sunday 
instead of the fourteenth of Nisan, scholars usually rec-
ognize—to use J. Jeremias' words—an "inclination to 
break away from Judaism." 23 J. B. Lightfoot holds, for 
instance, that Rome and Alexandria adopted Easter 
Sunday to avoid "even the semblance of Judaism." 24  M. 
Righetti similarly points out that after "having eliminated 
the Judaizing Quartodeciman tradition," Rome and 
Alexandria repudiated even the Jewish computations, 
making their own time calculations, since "such depend-
ence on the Jews must have appeared humiliating." 25  
The Nicene conciliar letter of Constantine perhaps best 
exemplifies the marked anti-Jewish motivations for the 
repudiation of the Quartodeciman Passover. The em-
peror, in fact, desiring to establish a religion completely 
free from any Jewish influences, wrote: " 'We ought not 
therefore to have anything in common with the Jews, for 
the Saviour has shown us another way: . . . in unani-
mously adopting this mode [i.e., Easter Sunday], we 
desire, dearest brethren, to separate ourselves from the 
detestable company of the Jews.' " 26 
Nicaea represents the culmination of a controversy 
initiated two centuries before, a controversy motivated 
by strong anti-Jewish feelings and one that had Rome as 
its epicenter. Because of the close nexus existing be-
tween Easter Sunday and the weekly Sunday, it would 
seem reasonable to assume that the same anti-Jewish 
motivations that led to the abandonment of the Jewish 
Passover and to the introduction of Easter Sunday acted 
contemporaneously to substitute Sunday worship for 
Sabbathkeeping. 
Several factors, present particularly in Rome, support 
this conclusion. We can only allude to some of them in 
the present article, referring the reader to our more 
extensive treatment of these.27  
-It is worth noting, for instance, that even though in the 
West there was no uniformity concerning the observance 
of the Sabbath, the church of Rome distinguished herself 
from the majority of Western and Eastern Christian 
communities by urging the abandonment of its observ-
ance. Justin Martyr, writing from Rome by the middle of 
the second century, presented the most devastating con- 
demnation of the Sabbath. He emptied the day of all its 
theological meaning, reducing it to a mark that God 
imposed only on the Jews "to single them out for pun-
ishment they so well deserve for their infidelities." 28 
Such a negative view of the Sabbath is reflected in the 
early introduction of the Sabbath fast by the Church of 
Rome, in spite of the opposition of Eastern and of 
several Western churches. 29 The fast was designed not 
only to express sorrow for Christ's death but also, as 
Pope Sylvester (A.D. 314-335) emphatically stated, to 
show "contempt for the Jews—exsecratione Judaeorum" 
and for their Sabbath "feasting—destructiones ci-
borum." 30 
A strict Sabbath fast would naturally preclude also the 
celebration of the Lord's Supper, since partaking of its 
elements would be regarded as breaking the fast. Con-
sequently, as reported by several Church fathers, the 
Sabbath in Rome was made not only a day of fasting but 
a day in which no eucharistic celebration and no religious 
assemblies were allowed.31 The Church of Rome appears 
therefore to have taken concrete measures, on the one 
hand, to force the Christians away from the veneration of 
the Sabbath and, on the other hand, to enhance, exclu-
sively, Sunday worship. 
Why Rome Advocated Sunday 
It may be asked, Why did the Church of Rome pioneer 
and promote the adoption of new liturgical festivities 
such as Easter Sunday, weekly Sunday, and, later, of 
December 25 for the celebration of the birth of Christ? 
We can only mention by name some of the significant 
factors. 
The Church of Rome, for instance—contrary to most 
Eastern churches—was composed of predominantly 
Gentile converts (Rom. 11:13). The result was that in 
Rome—as well stated by Leonard Goppelt—"a chasm 
between the church and the synagogue is found every-
where, unknown in the Eastern churches." 32 
It was also in the capital city that Christians were early 
distinguished from Jews. The latter, in fact, seem to have 
instigated Nero (through the Empress Poppea Sabina, a 
Jewish proselyte) to relieve himself of the charge of 
arson by putting the blame on the Christians.33 The 
emperor, according to Tacitus (A.D. 55-120), "fastened 
the guilt (i.e., arson) and inflicted the most exquisite 
tortures on . . . Christians." 34 After Nero, however, 
various imperial repressive measures (military, fiscal, 
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political, and literary) were taken against the Jews on 
account of their resurgent nationalism, which exploded 
in violent uprisings in many places.35 These anti-Jewish 
feelings and measures were particularly felt in Rome. 
Titus, for example, because of the mounting hostility of 
the populace against the Jews, was forced 36 to ask 
Bernice, sister of Herod the Younger, whom he wanted 
to marry, to leave the city. This undoutedly encouraged 
the Church of Rome to clarify her distinction from Juda-
ism by substituting new festivals for characteristic Jew-
ish festivals such as the Sabbath and Passover. 
Besides all these factors, present in their totality only 
in Rome, there is to be added the authority exercised by 
the Bishop of Rome, the only one capable of influencing 
the rest of Christianity to adopt new liturgical customs 
such as Easter Sunday, the weekly Sunday, and Decem-
ber 25 as Christmas.37  
Why, it may be asked, was Sunday, rather than an-
other day of the week (such as Friday, the day of Christ's 
passion), chosen to evidence the Christian separation 
from Judaism? As a result of the diffusion of the cult of 
Sol Invictus, the Invincible Sun—as G. H. Halsberghe 
has persuasively demonstrated in his recent mono-
graph—became "dominant in Rome and in other parts of 
the empire from the early part of the second century 
A.D." 38 The preeminence that the day of the sun gained 
over that of Saturn thus apparently oriented Christians 
toward the same day.39 The choice of Sunday, however, 
was not motivated by the Christian desire to worship the 
sun god on its day, but rather by the fact that its sym-
bology adequately commemorated significant divine 
events, namely, the creation of light and the resurrection 
of Christ, both of which occurred on the first day. Jerome 
(A.D. 341-420) expressed this concisely when he wrote: 
"If it is called day of the sun by the pagans, we most 
willingly acknowledge it as such, since it is on this day 
that the light of the world has appeared and on this day 
that the Sun of Justice has risen." 40 
Christians familiar with its veneration seemingly 
viewed the day of the sun as a providential and valid 
substitution that could well explain, by means of its 
effective and familiar symbology, Biblical mysteries to 
the pagan mind. 
These brief remarks are in no sense a comprehensive 
survey of the factors that contributed to the origin of 
Sunday observance. Several significant elements, such as 
the theological motivations, the sun cults, the Jubilee 
solar calendar, the social and political situation of the 
time, and the tension between the church and the syna-
gogue, need to be discussed at length and interrelated, in 
order to portray a more-balanced picture of the factors 
that contributed to the origin of Sunday observance. The 
few indications presented, however, suffice to suggest 
that Sunday observance did not originate in the primitive 
Christian community of Jerusalem, but seemingly in the 
Church of Rome, possibly a century later. 
"Among the leading causes that had led to the separa-
tion of the true church from Rome was the hatred of the 
latter toward the Bible Sabbath. . . . The churches that 
were under the rule of the papacy were early compelled 
to honor Sunday as a holy day. . . . They [the papal 
leaders] demanded not only that Sunday be allowed, but 
that the Sabbath be profaned; and they denounced in the 
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strongest language those who dared to show it 
honor."—The Great Controversy, p. 65. ❑ 
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